Oral History Interview: William B. Newcomb by Newcomb, William B.
Marshall University 
Marshall Digital Scholar 
0064: Marshall University Oral History 
Collection Digitized Manuscript Collections 
1983 
Oral History Interview: William B. Newcomb 
William B. Newcomb 
Follow this and additional works at: https://mds.marshall.edu/oral_history 
Recommended Citation 
Marshall University Special Collections, OH64-308d, Huntington, WV. 
This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the Digitized Manuscript Collections at Marshall Digital 
Scholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in 0064: Marshall University Oral History Collection by an authorized 
administrator of Marshall Digital Scholar. For more information, please contact zhangj@marshall.edu. 
JAMES E MORROW LIHRARS 
ORAL HISTORY 
GIFT AND RELEASE AGREEMENT 
I, W1 '- 1-F-1YY\ 6 . /I-If-"-' (.·c, J,Y, t'.3 , the undersigned, 
of l1trnr ;,vt,-n· ...... , County of L4t>'"-L-L , State 
of L,v1csr VI If{, f'/1.,1 fl't:_ , grant, convey, and transfer 
to the James E. Morrow Library Associates, a division of The 
Marshall University Foundation, Inc., and educational and 
eleemosynary institution, all my right, title, interest, and 
literary property rights in and to my testimony recorded on 
-~/Ji_t~>t~1~f~m~6~t=·~~, __ /_l_-___ , 19S.5', to be used for scholarly purposes, 










Open and usable immediau..~y. 
Open and usable after my review. 
Closed for a period of years. 
Closed for my lifetime. 
Closed for my ljfetime unless sp0ci~l 
permission is gained from me Clr my cissigns. 
(Signature - Interviewee) 
ADDRESS: 





I I-' 0 
"-..,. 3 











INTERVIEWER: ROBERT SAWREY 
INTERVIEW WITH: WILLIAM B. NEWCOMB 
DATE: March 30, 1984 
TRANSCRIBED BY: Pat -LaMaster 
TYPED BY: Deanna L. Taylor 
INTERVIEW TOOK PLACE ON NOVEMBER 16, 1983 
FOURTH INTERVIEW 
TAPE FIVE 
BS: This is tape number five or segment five of our interview 
with William B. Newcomb. Ah, taking place in my office in 
Smith Hall on November 16, 1983. And this is Bob Sawrey. 
Why don't we begin this tape, Billy, with a little bit of 
a discussion of the kinds of activities that your father 
was involved in when he was not working. 
BN: Well, I think first I should state that my father and my 
mother were, ah, never interested in society affairs. In 
other words they were home people family oriented people. 
They had no social ambitions. Ah, I think both of them felt 
a little uncomfortable when they got into what we would might 
call high society. Ah, they ah, they just had no liking for 
it. They never danced. They didn't play cards. (laugh) 
BS: (laugh) 
BN: And, ah a lot of ah social activities were just, ah, beyond 
their, ah, interest altogether. They just were not into it, 
ah. 
BS: Did, did that hurt the business at all? Or put it the other 
way around, could it have helped the business had they been 
more active? . 
BN: I rather doubt it because, ah, one problem in, ah, business 
is that if you have too many social contacts you have too 
many buddies who want special favors out of the business. 
And, ah, John Long had that problem, ah, when he came into 
the business in 1921 and, Jah, took over the ah, ah, account-
ing o f fice and the, ah, credit department and so on. He 
and his wife did have, ah, some, ah, widespread social contacts 
with the, the people, ah, wealthier people in the town. And 
ah, ah, John found that when he cut off somebody's charge 
account, ah, then he went to a social function, ah, people 
(laugh) would let him know that they resented it. And they 
expected him as a social acquaintance to, ah, take care of 
them, ah, when they didn't pay their bills. 
BS : Does that mean, Billy, that the th~ high powered social 
folks in this community were not businessmen, for the most 
part? They were coal barons or they were railroad people or 
somebody not in the retailing business? 
BN: Well, yes ah, there were people, of course, in all kinds of 
ah occupations including the professions. Ah, and ah, until 
the, ah, crackdown came on credit: In other words, when 
John Long decided that we :were going to have no ah favors 
given to anybody because of their social prestige or their 
business connections or anything, they paid their bills or 
J.. 
BN: else. Ah, then a lot of people who had been sloppy about 
paying their bills began to, ah, resent it when, ah, efforts 
were made to collect and keep the bill the the account 
current all the time. And ah, finally it got to the point 
where it became just absolutely automatic. Ah, there was 
a case of a man of great wealth in Huntington whol bought, 
ah, an eight hundred dollar piano from us. And ah, ah, he 
was charged ah sixteen dollars West Virginia sales tax on 
the transaction. He claimed that ah ah nothing was said 
about sales tax when he bought the piano, and he wasn't 
going to pay that six~een dollars. He paid the eight hundred 
and he wouldn't pay the sixteen. Well, of course, the sales 
tax in West Virginia is manditory. So (laugh) ah, his ah, 
wife ah spent a lot of money at the store, and ah after 
months and months of protest ah ah her charge account was 
closed. Ah, she had a dressmaker who rwould '. ah '.-1had was 
privileged to come in and buy various items and charge them 
to her account. And when, ah, she came in ah she couldn't 
make the purchases which, of course, was rather embarrassing. 
Ah, yet in the end ah the man's friends ••• he began complaining 
all over town about how he was being mistreated. And finally 
his friends just shamed him in ah to ah paying that sixteen 
dollars and getting the thing over with. But you had atti-
tudes like that among a lot of people in the community that 
BN: went back to the earlier part of the century when ah ah 
certain people just were favored when it came to owing money. 
And ah ah it was ah ••• but that was always a problem that 
if you went out socially ah there was somebody would be some-
body wanting to jump you about something that was going on 
at the store. They didn't. And ah, it could become uncom-
fortable. And ah, it seemed ah to me, my observation al-
though I too have never been interested in ah ah too much 
social activity ah that ah ••• this ah happened more with a 
certain class of the people economically and socially. 
Whereas the ah most of our customers, they gave us no problems 
like that. 
BS: Could Mr. Long have made a decision like that without con-
sulting Mr •••• your father or or Mr. Anderson? 
BN: Well, ah yes, when you put somebody in charge of the credit 
department and you set up a policy. And this policy was a-
dopted by the business. There was nothing particularly 
new about it except that John ah put in ah a system that made 
it work. In other words, before it had been more or less 
informal. Mr. Charles Anderson ah had ah managed that part 
of the business. And ah he was a smooth person. And ah,' 
probably made some exceptions. And ah, when John came along 
ah here was a young man who could ah ah take the abuse he 
BN: might get ah from the public. And ah, ah so it was ••• it 
was a company policy. It was not his own doing. Of course, 
in later years the credit manager was just undisturbed. He 
was to collect the money and that was it. 
BS: When you say it's company policy does that mean it's a joint 
decision by Mr. Anderson, your father and say the department 
chief involved or what ever you want to call the person? 
BN: Yes, yes. Of course, in in earlier days ah ah when ah my 
father and Mr. Charles Anderson had their offices on the 
balcony. I would say they had their desks on the balcony. 
And ah, their desks were ah right next to each other. And 
they sat there in their swivel chairs and did their ah paper 
work. And ah, if ah either of them encountered a problem 
that he didn't feel he could handle or which required consul-
tation. I can, I ••• I, I know it happened because I was there 
times ••• sometimes when it happened. My father would just 
turn around and he always called Mr. Anderson. He said, "C.N., 
I've got something here I'd like to talk with you about." So 
they just scoot their chairs together, and ah and confer 
maybe for ten minutes, and ah, in the end ah ah Mr. Anderson 
would say okqy, well go ahead. And that meant ah that the 
matter was settled. And ah ah, that that very close rela-
tionship worked beautifully when the two of them were managing 
.J 
BN: the business. Then when they brought these two nephews in 
the business in the early twenties ah it ~' .'.there had to be 
a little delegation of ah responsibilities to those young 
men. So ah, and then by that time ah they had moved up to 
the sixth floor. And Mr. Anderson had a separate office. 
They were side by side again but ah the relationship changed 
as these nephews of Mr. Anderson's came into the business. 
BS: I think I've dragged us a little bit off the subject. Why 
don't we go back to dealing with your father and ah. 
BN: Alright. Well ah, my father was an active churchman in the 
Methodist Church. And ah, that would have been in those days 
it was the Methodist Church. Methodist Episcopal Church, 
which was known also as the Northern Methodist Church as ah 
distinguished from the Southern Methodist Church. And ah 
ah, he was ah, I think in my memory he always attended the 
annual conference of the West Virginia Methodist Church. At 
one time he ah wa ••• was sent as a representative to the ah 
general conference of the church, which took in all the churches 
all over the United States . And ah, he ah was chairman of 
the building committee when the new church building was built 
on Fifth Avenue. Ah he ah was very active ah superintendent 
of the sunday school. And ah ah many other phases of the 
operation of that church. Ah at home ah when we lived on 
Sixth Avenue he did a little flower gardening. And ah, 
BN: enjoyed looking after his lawn and that sort of thing. Ah, 
on summer vacations ah he ah liked to go on fishing trips. 
Sometimes, he went to Wisconsin. Ah, other times he went 
ah up in the mountains of West Virginia for trout fishing. 
Ah, he rather late he took up golf, but ah he never did much 
with it. Ah, he was active in the Chamber of Commerce. In 
fact, at an early period, ah as chairman of the annual meeting 
of the Chamber of Commerce, he put on what he called the first 
dry ah banquet of the ah Chamber. Up to that time ah it had 
always ended up with too much drinking. And ah, the men 
would get drunk, and it was a spectacle. And ah, he per-
suaded ah the Chamber to ah just put on a banquet annual 
meeting with ah no liquor. He was interested in prohibition. 
In fact, he went to Washington in 1913. He was one of a 
thousand men who appealed to Woodrow Wilson to do something 
about ah the liquor traffic. I would, I would ah say rather 
then a prohibitionist. And I never faced him later on whent 
the when prohibition became a disaster. I think he would 
have admitted that prohibition was a mistake. Ah, we had a 
temperance movement going ah that was working. And when 
prohibition ah came in it was fashionable to drink. And ah, 
a lot of alcohol abuse has come out of that rather than the 
other way around, ah. 
BS: What motivated, well that's not the right word. What was 
BS: the reason behind his anti-liquor? 
BN: Well, he saw the ah evils of it. Of course, in those days 
before West Virginia went dry in 1912. There were saloons 
on Third Avenue. Ah there was a great deal of ah open 
drunkenness. Ah ah, alcohol is a destructive thing ••• within 
his family it had been, ah, ah, ah no one was ah ah even 
used liquor at all. My grandfather went through the Civil 
War without ever taking a drink of whiskey. Ah and ah, my 
mother's father was a temperance man and had to leave ah 
Saxton, Pennsylvania. Ah, as a railroad man because of the 
pressure ah he, he wouldn't permit ah drunkenness on the 
job in the railway shop. And ah, so there's a background 
there ah within the Methodist Church, a thing at the time. 
That temperance was ah a cause and ah my father was just part 
of it. 
BS: He never had any personal kind of contact where it ruined 
the life of somebody he held dear, or employees came in and 
could not function, or customers came in and were abusive? 
Anything like that? 
BN~ No, I don't think so. Of course, his partner John Valentine 
had, was an alcoholic. Ah, at one ah ••• for a considerable 
period of his life. And ah he, my father, saw that. Here 
was a man with apparently a brilliant man who ah was • a ••• a 
BN: victim of ah alcohol. So you can see the background. In 
fact~ ah my wife had the same feeling. We made out trip to 
ah Europe in 1972. We were over there for forty-five days. 
And all we learned about wine was that if wine was included 
with the price of ~--meal, they would serve you bottled water 
without charging you anything extra. We went that forty-five 
days without tasting wine in Europe. Some people tell me I 
was stupid. Ah, since then I've been drinking a little, 
but not ah ••• just, I mean ah a glass of wine at a meal. Ah, 
but ah I would never ah go beyond that. 
BS: What other kinds of activities was he involved in that 
allowed him to relax or? 
BN: Well, I would say that he was a man who had no need ah for ah 
ah what some people call relaxation. Ah, he didn't play games. 
Ah, he was a rather quiet person. And ah, the business in-
terested him. And ah, he could express all of his talents 
within the business, and was happy with it. And when he came 
home, ah, he would ah he ••• he ••• he read a great deal. Ah, 
he ah kept ah up to date on ah all national affairs and state 
affairs. And ah, was well informed. And he ah he generally 
would come home and after dinner if ah if he wasn't outside 
doing something, he would ah be reading magazines that came, 
and ah other things. And ah, as far as I can tell that was 
BN: the way he ah put in his spare time. Ah, we had a horse and 
buggy when I was small. In fact, I think we had it up until 
1914. And he like to ah, on Sundays, ah get out the horse 
and buggy and, and we would go for family rides. Ah, which 
I remember with the greatest delight, because ah we got to 
all, all sorts of places around within , miles of Huntington. 
Ah and ah, he always had an ambition to ah have a home up on 
Eighth Street hill. And I rmember many times 1he would drive 
up that hill and just ah look over;-the area to see where he 
could build a home. And he finally did so. 
BS: Did he ever or frequently bring home business problems, or 
was that something he could leave when he walked out at night? 
BN: Ah, he would ah discuss ah business ah at the dinner table. 
Ah and ah, ah usually it was not ah any controversial thing. 
Ah, he just liked to talk about what had happened during the 
day. Occasionally it would be some amusing incident that had 
occured. And he would tell us about it at the dinner table. 
And he always had big plans for the business. Ah, but ah 
we ••• I can never remember our, ah, family conversations ah 
being ah burdened with ah his business problems. 
BS: Maybe you've covered this several times, or at least once and 
I have forgotten, but how many brothers and sisters did you 
have? 
BN: Two sisters. 
BS: Okay, and they're the ones up in Cleveland? 
BN: No, no, they live in Huntington. They're both older than I am • 
. 
BS: Oh, okay, did you father (cough) play much of a roll in ••• 
excuse me a second. Okay, what I was asking was did your 
father get actively involved in the rearing of the children? 
Ah, he seems to have been a very busy man. Ah, and certainly 
that was the kind of father most people were at that time, ah, 
ah. 
BN: Well, I would describe him as a, as a family man. And ah, he 
was horner although, he had church activities and community 
affairs that he was interested in. Ah, I can remember him 
being home most of the time for dinner in the evening. And 
ah, a great deal of the time at lunch time, because we didn't 
live all that far from the store. And ah, ah, he was interes-
tea in in my sisters and in me. Of course, ah I can remember 
him specifically, ah, in my case. I was ••• r spent forty-two 
months of my childhood in plaster casts. And ah, ah I can 
remember ah how he handled that and my mother too. They 
weren't about to let me become ah a subject of self pity. And 
ah, I appreciate the fact ah even though that I was in pain 
with this tubercular hip joint for long months ah they ah ah 
BN: never babied me over it. Ah, I could, ah, if I wanted to cry 
my mother would shut the door and let me cry. And ah, she 
never ah, ah, I know it was hara on her, but she never, ah, 
let me ah feel that I was going to be an exceptioni~because of 
this hip problem. And ah, ah, but my father was there. And 
ah, ah, did everthing possible he could for me. And ah, ah, 
our relationship was always good. I never had any conflict 
with him over anything. 
BS: Okay, maybe that would be ah, a good introduction into bring-
ing you and your background into this story since you're going 
to come into the business here anyday now any way, right? 
BN: (laugh) Well, that's right, ah, there's one more thing that 
I should emphasize though before I leave my father. And that 
is that early in his career, I think it was in the 1890's, 
when we had a small pox epidemic in Huntington. Ah, he ah 
helped with the relief work and ah then during the 1913 or 
after the 1913 flood he went out as a part of a team to ah 
visit the homes of people whose, who had been in the flood 
particularly the people who, ah, had no resources. And ah, 
there was ah, a local set up to provide those people with, 
with what they needed. Ah, refrigerators for instance, where 
their refrigerators were ruined. And they, they replaced 
them. And ah, ah, a lot of other things. And then he was 
BN: active in the Salvation Army. And ah, for long years. And 
was, ah, headed up the organization for a time. And during 
the ah, ah, depression he was active, after he left the 
Anderson - Newcomb Company. He was active in, ah, relief 
work then . He had, he had been continously interested in it, 
ah, through all that period of time. Now to get to me. Ah, 
("i was, ah nine years old when, ah, it was finally decided 
✓ 
that something had to be done about my hip. It had been 
painful for a couple of years before that, but ah, the local 
doctors could not diagnose the problem. And then I was taken 
to Cincinnati to see one of the pioneer orthopedic surgeons. 
We called them bone specialists then. And he was able to 
diagnose it immediately. And the treatment then was to put 
me in a plaster cast until the hip joint, ah, just was fused 
together by a fiberous substance that, ah. And as long as 
the hip did not move the disease would not be active. But 
there was a long period there of getting that accomplished, 
ah, and ah, I had big abscesses on the hip that had to be 
drained and maybe my mother or my father would take me to 
Cincinnati, ah, to ah, ah, see the doctor and have x-rays made 
and the abscess drained and new casts put on. And we usually 
accomplished .that in one day. In other words we left at 3:30 
in the morning on the train and the doctor would see us early. 
\ 
BN: And if I was lucky, I'd be able to get the noon train back . 
Otherwise, we had to wait over for the night train. We'd 
get back in Huntington at 3:30 the next morning . Ah, I did 
a great deal of reading fortunately. I had finished the 
third grade and had learned to read quite well, and I read 
everything I could lay my hands on . And then I went back, 
ah, to school in the seventh grade with a very small amount 
of tutoring, ah, the year before . Ah and, I would say in -
effective tutoring, because it was just very casual. And 
I had a very difficult time, ah, particularly with, ah, any-
thing in connection with mathematics, because I had missed 
all that, ah, drill in arithmetic, ah, in the fourth, fifth, 
and sixth grades . I had, ah, problems with, ah, the technical 
points of English grammar, but because I read so much I had 
no problems with paper work, because I could write, because 
I knew how things ought to be said . And fortunately, my par-
ents used, ah, reasonably good grammar. And, ah, I would say 
for their time superior grammar. And, ah, so when it came to 
subjects like Geography, and History, and English Literature, 
ah, I sailed high. Ah, and, ah, ah, in some instances I was 
just passed along because the teachers didn't know what to do 
with me. It '•s interesting that I was given no instruction 
through the school system while I was in these plaster casts. 
BN: The doctor thought initially that I could go to school with 
the plaster casts on, because I ••• it was a walking cast. 
And, ah, he could see no reason why I couldn't, but, ah, if 
you try to sit at a school desk, ah, with a plaster cast 
that comes down over your knee and goes around your waist, 
ah, it's just impossible. And, ah, after I think about the 
third day I s ·howed up at home during the recess period. My 
mother asked me what I was doing home. I said, "Well, isn't 
it lunch time?" And, ah, so she didn't send me back. The 
teacher, ah, made no effort to accomodate my problem. And, 
ah, the school system, ah, the most they did was one time send 
two teachers to the house to just, ah, make sure that I wasn't 
a truant. Ah, and I was lying on a a wheelchair that could 
be stretched out, in this big cast . And I can remember these 
two teachers looking at me with a great deal of pity in their 
faces. And I despised them because I was determined to fight 
that thing and get o~er : it. And I did. And by the time I was 
fa ••• ah, a little past fourteen years old, I was driving the 
;.: ,/ : 
family car. ; Ah, and, ah, since then, ah, I I've been extremely 
healthy. And, ah, I began working at the store in the summer. 
I believe it was as early as 1919. In various mostly in, ah, 
odd jobs. Like in the toy department I set up, ah, toys that 
had to be assembled. Ah, ah, one summer another boy and I, 
ah, handled I think it was a half a car .load of ~leds that the 
BN: toy buyer had bought. And we put them in a loft over the 
toy department, which at that time was located in an annex 
building to the east of the store. (Laugh) And that purchase 
of sleds was something else. Ah, we had had the heavy snows 
in 1917 and 18, and the toy buyer thought that the demand 
for sleds would never end. So he bought this, it was either 
a car load or a half car load, and then it didn't snow for 
about the next four or five years. And he finally unloaded 
them to some other merchant at a great sacrifice. Just one 
of the thih~s about the, ah, retail businesses you have to 
understand. Another time I washed all of the, ah, fine glass-
ware in the stockroom in the china and glass department one 
summer. And, ah, then another summer when the, ah, ah, fourth 
floor of the building was being, ah, fitted up for merchandis-
ing, ah, as a children't department, I followed the carpenters 
and the men ·:from the Grand Rapids, ah, Showcase Company who 
were installing the fixtures to make sure that, ah, litter 
was cleaned up and that, ah, whatever they needed was avail-
able and, ah, so on. And another, I guess, it was ••• yes, 
it was in, ah, 1919, ah, when the upper three floors of the 
building were practically complete. Ah, I was put in charge 
of, ah, in lil9, I was put in charge of some men who were 
hoisting merchandise up through the elevator sha ••• the freight 
elevator shaft from the third floor to the sixth floor with 
I(,, 
BN: a block and tackle. The elevator had not been installed. The 
old water power elevator for the three floors was gone. And, 
ah, the, ah, carpenters had put a heavy beam across the top 
of the elevator shaft up at the seventh floor ~level and fit-
ted up this block and tackle. Ah, these, ah, ah, black men 
were, ah, some of them were standing on a platform on at the 
third floor. And, ah, we would pay the hook down to them. 
And they would ah, ah, ah, hook on some a box full of merchan-
dise. It was tied with a rope, and then, ah, they had the 
rope to pull this up to the sixth floor. And I had another 
man up there who would reach out and pull it in. (laugh) 
Well, he let go of the men to go up and climb out on that 
beam at the seventh floor level where he could look all the 
way down to the basement. 
BS: Excuse me. 
BN: So, I climbed out on the, ah, climbed up to the top of the 
elevator, ah, shaft and, ah, went out on that beam. Ah, and, 
ah, reached down with both hands. And, ah, paid the hook 
back down. So, the black man down at the sixth floor level 
could reach down and get it. And, ah, that was just an illus-
tration, ah, ·that no job was supposed to be, ah, something I 
couldn't wouldn't tackle, or, or shouldn't tackle. I think 
the severest censor I had ever had from my father was one 
BN: day when I told him something wasn't my job at the store, and 
he said, "I want to tell you something. There isn't anything 
in this store that's got to be done that isn't your job if 
you're asked to do it." And that was his attitude that there 
was no part of the business that you shouldn't be willing 
to take care of if that meant, ah, doing some very ordinary 
job or something that would ordinarily be assigned to a jan-
itor. If it had to be done, ah, you, you were expected to 
take care of it. And that was pretty much the philosophy 
with thw whole executive staff in the store. Ah, then I 
worked when I was in high school. And at Marshall, I worked, 
ah, very often as a floor walker on the first floor, ah, dur-
ing the Christmas season particular. And, ah, ah, one summer, 
I think it was the summer 1920 when a lot of new houses were 
being built in Huntington especially on the southside, ah, 
most of them being built, ah for speculation. In other words, 
a builder would put them up and then try to sell them. Ah, 
I went out and measured the houses for window shades and left 
a card or a little sign in the house saying that it had been 
measured for window shades, and if they wanted an 'estimate, 
ah, to call the store. Ah, I can't remember that that was, 
ah, such a bi.g success, but at least it took one summer of 
my activity was went in that direction. And then, ah, I 
worked on in that department, ah, for a time, ah, I even in-
stalled window shades in in houses. And, ah, ah, then I had 
BN: a great deal of contact with the merchandise throughout the 
store which paid off later, because I, ah, knew the make up 
of all the department. And, ah, I would be given various, 
ah, errands to run in the store. I worked one Christmas 
season in the toy department. And, ah, ah, got into a lot 
of different activities. 
BS: When •• onow these summers you're talking about are the ones 
while you were in high school, and then when you were in 
college? 
BN : Yes. 
BS: When did you graduate from high school? 
BN : r · graduated in 1922. And I came to Marshall for two years, 
and then I went to Ohio Wesleyan University for one year. And 
because of my lack of preparation, I realized that Ohio Wesley-
an that I would have a great problem in graduating, because 
I had had not taken, ah, ah, some required courses at Marshall 
or at Ohio Wesleyan. And if I stayed there for senior year, 
ah, I was really going to be up against a lot of tough going 
in subjects I was not prepared for. Mathematics being one 
and, ah, Science being another. I had taken, ah, Science 
courses in high school, but I really wasn't prepared for 
college work. 
BN: So, ah, at that time, ah, New York University, it's there 
Washington Square School. They set up a school of retailing, 
and it was a graduate school. And by various means I man-
aged to, ah, enroll there: although, (laugh) I had not ••• I 
had only finished three years of college. And I spent one 
semester : there. And, and, took no credit for it, ah, but 
it was very stimulating. And because of my retail background, 
family background, ah, I was at least literate on the subject 
when I got there. And I had no problems of, ah, relating to 
the other students. In fact, I think I was ahead of them in 
my understanding of the business. I had had Accounting at 
Marshall and that helped a great deal. And, ah, I I never 
had any great problem of understanding Accounting, ah, ah, ah, 
at the store, and, ah. 
BS: Could you elaborate just a bit on these various means? 
BN: Well, ah, my father, ah, and his partner, Mr. Anderson, had 
been very active in the National Retail Drygoods Association. 
In fact, ah, ah, when that thing about almost folded up in 
1915 was a man named Lew Hahn - -spelled L-E-~ H- A-H- N, who 
had been a reporter for, ah, some trade magazine. And he, 
when this organization was about to fold up, he showed up 
and had some suggestions to make to them, with the result 
that he was taken on as the, ah, manager of the thing. 
BN: And he became very successful, and the organization prospered 
under his direction. And, ah, when I was at, ah, New York 
University, for instance, I had open access to him at the, 
ah, headquarters of the National Retail Drygoods Association, 
which was a big enterprise. So, ah, through that connection, 
ah, because the school of retailing people at New York Univ-
ersity were depending on support from the National Retail 
Drygoods Association to get going. So, ah, and my father 
had been, ah, I guess he was at the time vice president for 
the south of the National Retail Drygoods Association, so 
that was one way that helped get me shoed in. And, ah, ah, 
I never had any problems thereof, ah, grasping what was going 
on. And it was very valuable to me. I worked, ah, at, ah, 
Gimble's Department Store for sometime while I was there. And, 
ah, they just sent me all over the place doing all kinds of 
odd jobs. And, ah, that was helpful. Then our resident buy-
ing office that our store used in New York, ah, opened up an 
opportunity for me to go over there. And, ah, I was sent out 
in the market on all sorts of errands from that office, which 
gave me, ah, a very good introduction to the New York markets 
particularly the ready-to-wear, ah, market. And, ah, I learned 
a lot there, and then I, ah, I came home at the end of that, 
I guess, it was 1920. I guess it was 1926 that I came home 
BN: from New York and went to work that summer. And, and in-
stalled, ah, our first centralized receiving and marking 
rooms ••• room at the store. Ah, up to that time all of the 
merchandise had been delivered to the different floors, and 
the buyer was responsible for seeing it was opened and 
checked and, and marked. And, ah, this was a new set up. 
And through the National Retail Drygoods Association, I 
was, ah, taken to some of the big stores and sew their re-
ceiving and marking procedures, ah, as preparation for 
this job. And I worked at that until, ah, ah, the end of 
December of 1926. And then another man was brought in to 
take over the, ah, that department, and I was moved to the, 
ah, basement, where we had popular price ready-to-wear and 
accessories, as the buyer. And so, ah, on January 1st, ah, 
1927, when I was, ah, twenty-two years old, I took over the .. ·.1 
buying and management of those departments, ah, from another 
man who had failed on the job. And, ah, ah, I ••• I carried 
those departments for the full year of 1927--was reasonably 
successful. And then in, I think, it was April of 1928 pro-
bably, ah, I on m ••• I came home from a trip to New York and I 
stopped in Charleston to see my future wife. And, ah, was 
told that ••• this was on a Saturday, was told that I should 
call the store. And then my father told me that I had been 
sent ••• ! had been assigned to the, ah, children's department, 
BN: that's on the fourth floor, because the buyer there was 
leaving. And, ah, for a short time I took care of both 
floors and then, ah, then took over the children's wear. 
BS: Could you back up just a little bit and give me some idea 
of how many buyers there would have been? 
BN: Well, we had, ah, ah, ah, several, ah, the, ah, for in-
stance what we called the downstairs store. That was on 
assignment. On the main floor, ah, my father at that time 
was still buying all the yardgoods. Mr. William B. Anderson, 
who joined the business in I think it was 1921, ah, was 
taking over ••• did take over, ah, the other departments on 
the first floor such as cosmetics, and, ah, stationary, and 
neckwear, and, ah, gloves and so ; on. On the second floor 
we usually had a ready- to-wear buyer. And then a ••• and 
then we, at, at one time we had two women~ one was the 
corset buyer, which in those days was a big job, and the 
other one had the lingerie. Then we had, ah, another woman 
in charge of millinery department on the second floor. 
The third floor, ah, which was furniture and draperies 
had a buyer. Ah, the, ah, ah, fourth floor, children's 
wear, had w ••• well, at one time we had a separation. We 
had a buyer for the boy's department, and then for the girl's 
BN: and infant's wear. And then on the fifth floor we had a 
buyer for the china and glass and so forth. At that time 
we were not doing business on the sixth floor. 
BS: And each of the buyers would have selling responsibilities 
as well? 
BN: Well, in the larger assignments like, ah, the, ah, main 
floor, the buyer managed the merchandising and also super-
vised the sales staff, bu~ had no selling responsibilities. 
Ah, on the, ah, ready-to- wear department that would be the 
case too. Although, that buyer might be on the floor, it 
was considered, ah, part of your job to be out on the floor 
as much is possible. G~e~ting customers, seeing that pe6ple 
were taken care of, and, ah, handling all sorts of matters, 
and, ah, so it was ••• it was really, ah, you were responsible 
for the buying and made trips to the markets. You were, ah, 
responsible for the management of your personnel, and, ah, 
handling all customer problems and complaints, and so on. 
And, ah, ah, then, of course, in my case, ah, most of my 
career I had some other responsibilities in connection with 
the businesses. As my father, when he was buying for the 
main floor departments, all of them he was also a part of 
general management, of course, and I was too. 
BS: When the buyer goes to market or went to market, are ·:the 
prices at the market fixed? 
BN: Well, ah, not when I started. There was a little fuzziness, 
ah, you could make deals. Ah, one of the first instructions 
my father gave me when I started out with an order book in 
the market, he said, "If the man drops his prices too fast, 
just don't buy anything." Ah, and, ah, we preferred to deal 
with people who had, ah, dependable prices. In othe words, 
if you got the feeling that there was.a lot of wheeling and 
dealing going on, you avoided those sources of supply. __ of 
course, finally, ah, through legislation, ah, this thing 
of having inside discounts and special deals, ah, became 
illegal. And, ah, when I ••• by the time I had finished my 
career as a buyer, ah, prices were, ah, were fixed and 
couldn't be changed. Except, ah, you might go in and find 
a m ••• a manufacture~ .with some leftovers, and you could buy 
them, ah, at a special price. Ah, but, ah, in the ••• in 
the beginning of my career (cough) there was some flexabil -
ity. And through our New York buying, ah, offices we called 
it or .representatives (inaudible word) a, ah, buying office 
in New York would represent stores all over the country. 
And for each department we had ••• they would have a special-
ist who was familiar with that segment of the market. And 
so, when we went into New York we would go to the buying 
'••' __ , 
BN: office, and consult with these specialists, and get, ah, 
suggestions of what was going on in the market, and then 
go out probably and work a day or two, and then come back 
and consult and, and, ah, go over the notes taken to deter-
mine, ah, ah, whether we were finding the best buys. And, 
ah, they also, ah, ah, placed our orders for us. We would 
leave the orders with them or mail the orders back to them, 
and they would go out in the market and place them, and 
make a record of the order and then follow it up and make 
sure the delivery came through. A very valuable service. 
And, ah, so, ah, a buyer went to market, ah, with, or 
course, ah, ah, a buying allowance. In other words, you knew 
how much money you could spend. And, ah, it was quite a 
job to allocate that money over a wide range of merchandise. 
And the more complicated a department was the more diffi-
cult it was. 
BS: But the buyer had total autonomy in terms of what he would 
buy? 
BN: That's right. Ah, the, the, the management .•• now Mr •••• Mr. 
Anderson, Mr. William B. Anderson, over a great many years, 
ah, was not _only president of the company, but he was the 
merchandise manager and, ah, orders that went out w ••• went 
over his desk. And he would rubber stamp them with his 
BN: signature. Ah, but he never, ah, got into a ••• a transaction 
and, ah, ah, had any part in choosing the merchandise for a 
department that was not under his, ah, immediate direction. 
And, ah, ah, we, ah, the buyer made the selection. Now of 
course, I took, ah, women with me toi":New York from my IJlY 
departments on many occasions to ••• salespeople, ah, who or 
well, we would them, of course, sort of department heads. 
But essentially they were salespeople. And they would go 
along and, ah, help me choose the merchandise. because I 
wanted their view point. Ah, and, ah, when salesment came 
to the store with important lines I would bring them in, ah, 
to the selection. And, ah, that was helpful, because they 
were sold on what they saw. And, ah, they w ••• made better 
salespeople as a result. 
BS: Was that a common practice by the other buyers as well? 
BN: Ah, in yes, ah, other it it was done in other departments. 
Of course, ah, it depended a great deal on on the departments . 
Ah, children's wear is a very complicated set up, ~articular-
ly the infant's department. You've got so many different 
markets you're into, and it's, ah, it's hard to, ah, grasp 
all the little fine points in that merchandise. So, ah, 
that was very helpful. But, Mr. Anderson, ah, when he was 
buying the, ah, yardgoods, he took a woman from the yardgoods 
BN: department with him to New York. She might stay only a day 
or two. But, ah, he he valued her, ah, counsel. And I think 
every buyer in the store, when a salesman was showing his 
merchandise in Huntington, ah, would, ah, take advantage 
of the opportunity to let the salespeople see it. 
BS: Did the buyer ••• did the buyer then have responsibility for 
pricing? 
BN: Oh yes. 
BS: And it was basically a consistent mark up though that we 
talked about the other day? 
BN: Yes, well yes. It, ah, it depends, of course, on two things: 
on competition and the necessity of covering your expenses, 
and, ah, a, a, a, buyer was given for a department, ah, a, 
ah, mark on percentage that was supposed to be maintained. 
And, ah, that percentage would include an allowance for mark 
downs. Ah, as well as the the merch ••• when we were given a 
buying allowance in in dollars so ~uch money to be spent for 
a department worked into that figure was an allowance for 
markdowns, because we knew we would be buying mistakes. It 
would have to be corrected with markdowns. So if you're go-
ing to ah plan on buying, ah, ten thousand dollars worth of 
merchandise at retail you might buy have an an allowance for 
BN: a thousand dollars of merchandise that you are going to have 
trouble with and will have to take markdowns on. And it 
varied with the department, of course. 
BS: Let's go back to a little bit more directly on your career. 
Could you give me some idea of your baginning salary? 
BN: Yes, I think I went on at in 1926 at fifty dollars a week. 
And I was raised to sixty dollars a week just before 1929. And 
then during the depression I took four salary cuts. I wasn't 
immediately ·:cut_ because I took on extra responsibilities, 
but, ah, by the time the depression was over and we were into 
World War II, I was taking care of the responsibilities of 
three people had handled. And my salary was less than anyone 
of them was drawing before the depression. So we went through 
a very severe strain on the business during the ••• during the 
depression. 
BS: How did your salary compare with other buyers of salespeople? 
Ah, I assume it was higher than salespeople, but below people 
like your father. 
BN: Oh yes. 
BS: Was it below other buyers who had been with the company longer? 
BN: Well, there was some slight difference there, but not too much. 
BN: Ah, I don't ••• ! think that ••• I think probably the maximum, 
ah, salary in the 1920's, ah, was seventy-five dollars a 
week for a buyer. And, ah, it went down during the depress-
ion. 
BS: And you were living at home in this period of the mid-twenties? 
BN: I was living ••• yes ••• I was living at home then, but, of 
course, I was married in 1928. And, ah,:; my first son was: ; 
born in 1929, just before the stock market crash. And, ah, 
ah, by the time Peggy was born in 1934, ah, we had really 
been through a lot of problems. 
BS: Why don't we, ah, catch up a little bit here. I think we've 
got about five minutes left on how business continued to do 
fairly well the first several years you were with the company, 
I guess, and then tapered off or really crumbled or what? 
BN: Well yes, ah, th~ ••• we in the lates 1920's, we got the volume 
of the store up to a million and a quarter. And, ah, that 
was a lot of business, ah, cons ••• when you consider the price 
structure at that time. Because, ah, merchandise was relative-
ly inexpensive, when you compare it with today. You could 
buy a good sh.irt for two dollars for a man, and, ah, you 
could buy a woman's housedress for $1.98. Uh, a good one. 
Ah, so you had, ah, ah, ah, relatively low prices. So that 
BN: meant moving a lot of merchandise. And then when the, ah, 
stock market crash came, of course, business began to taper 
off. Meanwhile, ah, we had bought the Anderson Brother's 
business in Portsmouth--more or less to save it because it 
was, ah, ah, in trouble. And, ah, we had to close it up. 
And that ••• that put a very great strain on our business. Ah, 
we we took a big loss down there. And our volume, I think, 
shrank down to seven hundred thousand dollars at the lowest 
point during the depression. And, ah, up to that time we 
had had an arrangement in New York with a bank that we could 
get what was called "call 'money" at a very low rate of inter-
est. And we were privileged to borrow something like fifty 
thousand dollars over there at a time. Well, with this 
Anderson ' Brother's problem, ah, we, ah, (laugh) had, ah, that 
bank cancel that arrangement. John Long went to New York 
to ••• to discuss it and found out about it. And when he got 
back he had a call from Mr. Gohen, G- 0-E ••• no, I mean G-0-H-E-N, 
president of the bank wanted to talk with him. And, ah, 
when John went over to talk with Mr. Gohen he said, "Ah, ah, 
you owe us so many thousand dollars." And, ah, John said, 
"Yes, when do you want it? Well, I didn't want to discuss 
that, ah, do you? I guess you realize that your credit in 
New York had been cut off?" He said, "Yes, I was over there 
yesterday talking to that bank. When do you want your money?" 
BS: total number, say through the 20's. And then the through or 
the bottom in the 30's. 
BN: I don't know how many people we would have had totally in the 
30's. Ah, it, of course, built back rather rapidly. And, 
ah, I would, ah, I'd have to consult some of our ••• some of 
these newspaper articles. I have to, ah, deterrnine ••• I think 
my father mentioned somewhere the number of employees the 
store had. Ah, probably in the 20's. And I can remember that 
at one time we got all the way up to 500. I think in the 40's. 
And that was too many, that was at a christmas season. And 
we realized we had over done it, but, of course, it was possible 
tbc carry a lot more employees before we had this, ah, minimum 
wage deal, because we could employ a lot o f good looking ••• 
